PRELUDE      AMONG      POTSHERDS               ^9

eclipsing now in interest the giant sculptures and historical
inscriptions of a previous generation of excavators.

Two mounds north of Mosul produced the new and mar-
vellously painted pottery of this pre-Al-Ubaid period which,
surprisingly enough, was soon seen to rival in beauty of
craftsmanship any later ceramics in the history of the country.
Actually it was already known from the pre-1914 excavations
of Baron von Oppenheim at Tell Halaf, near Nisibin on the
Turko-Syrian frontier, and had long been known by the
name of that site. But, owing to the confused stratification
beneath von Oppenheim's Hittite palaces, where it was found,
there had until now been no means of dating, even approxi-
mately, this polychrome ' Tell Halaf pottery', with its fine
texture and variety of imaginative shapes. Now at Tepe Gawra,
where the University of Pennsylvania had an expedition in
1931, and at Arpachiyah, where a British Museum expedition
began to dig soon after, it could be accurately placed directly
before the Al-Ubaid pottery. Excited reports were sent to
European and American newspapers, and technical details
to scientific journals ; and, in spite of the fact that neither
group of archaeologists had yet reached virgin soil in then-
excavations, and that the quality of the craftsmanship pre-
supposed many centuries of previous development, the ' Tell
Halaf ? culture, with the curious, stone-built, beehive-shaped
houses which went with it, and its elaborately planned
temples, evidently the forerunners of the more substantial
Uruk buildings in the south, took its turn to be considered
as the earliest in Mesopotamia.

Naturally there also began to be much speculation as to
where, if we proposed to seek the even earlier origins of this
civilization, we should be best advised to look. A deep shaft
which the British Museum had dug beneath the Ishtar temple
at Nineveh had encountered some very primitive pottery,
ornamented only with incised lines, beneath the Tell Halaf
level, just before reaching virgin soil, but the equivalent
of this could not be found anywhere in Iraq or the surround-
ing countries. The Tell Halaf pottery itself, however, by about
1935 had been found at widely separated points in Turkey
and northern Syria, from the Tigris to the Mediterranean
coast. It was therefore concluded that it had its origin in
the wide belt of plain and foothills south of the Turkish